ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
s is the case in all businesses and life, one needs to find the correct balance in order to be efficient and effective in what you do. This is especially true in today's educational environment where there are greater demands placed on educators from the student body to not only divulge knowledge but to also do it in such a way that the student body or learner, with their own set of skills and demands, can receive this knowledge in a meaningful and applicable manner. The rationale for this study aims to match, as far as possible, the characteristics of the practitioner to what is required by the student. With reference to the above, one can state that in an academic institution, the correct types of lecturers with the correct set of skills are needed to meet and achieve the objectives of the institution.
In order to understand the dynamics of ODL and the characteristics of an ODL practitioner, one would require an effective and complete understanding of the educational system, including what the ODL student requires. ODL (open and distance learning) can be defined as a learning situation where the student is geographically separated from the practitioner or lecturer (here forth referred to as ODL practitioner) which, in itself, offers challenges to the institution when it comes to parting with knowledge and skills. It is often assumed that a good ODL practitioner will possess the same, or similar, characteristics as a good lecturer at a residential university. In the case of an ODL institution, as opposed to the practitioner or lecturer in a classroom or residential university, different types of characteristics may be required in order to effectively tutor the respective students. According to London Deanery (2012) , these may include exhibiting expert knowledge in their subject field, ensuring that study sections or blocks are paced correctly to make progress possible, the provision of relevant, positive and constructive criticism and feedback, illustrating the practical applications of the theory they present, and showing enthusiasm for and generating curiosity about the subject matter. On the other hand, there will most likely be additional characteristics of each of these two practitioners that cater more specifically for the specific needs of their students who operate in different environments, viz. residential and geographically spread.
The importance and relevance of open distance learning and affiliated ODL practitioners have taken on new relevance in the past number of years. This is due to the worldwide economic slowdown since 2008 and the renewed belief by many, especially in third world countries, that education will lead to better job prospects. It is a known fact that when the economy slows down, people use the time to improve their skills and educate themselves. Many traditional residential universities have also embarked on extending their offering to include limited ODL tuition, once again emphasising the need to make sure what the characteristics of a good ODL practitioner should be. It is also noted that the open distance learning model bridges many gaps that would have otherwise made it difficult for students to reach their educational goals. These gaps can and should not be measured only in the way that technology can be used. Technology will always form an integral part of the tuition model and with the advances taking place at such a rapid pace, all institutions need to incorporate these technologies (where relevant) in their tuition model, but the human element should not be forgotten. This means being able to work with students in such a way that a caring and knowledgeable partaking attitude is portrayed. Therefore, ODL practitioners need to have the necessary characteristics and skills to facilitate the process of learning at an open distance learning university. This poses additional questions with regard to the total product offering (or learning experience) which includes student service and support that students receive from ODL practitioners:

Are ODL practitioners able to provide the feedback and the support that the students require?  What characteristics do the ODL practitioners need to have that will result in them being considered a good ODL practitioner?
Based on the views and discussion above, the aim of this study is to investigate the characteristics that a good ODL practitioner should possess, as perceived by the practitioners themselves. The next section will delineate the research aim and objectives that need to be satisfied. Thereafter, a literature review will be conducted on previous research concerning this topic, followed by the research methodology used. The paper will conclude with the research findings, limitations, recommendations, and the conclusion.
LITERATURE REVIEW
The quality of ODL practitioners plays an important role in the provision of high-quality education at any institution and refers directly to the teaching staff who, for all practical purposes, are the main contributors to a teaching institution (Gruber et al., 2010:178) . By implication this means that the characteristics an ODL practitioner possesses, including their behaviour and attitude, will have an effect on the level of satisfaction students will have during their interaction with higher education.
The Changing Tuition Landscape in Education
In general, universities are often seen as traditional educational institutions that are resistant to change and where academic freedom reigns supreme (Lovitt, n.d.; Ekroth, n.d.). There may be many reasons for this resistance but these are now becoming less relevant and sustainable with the rapid growth and development taking place in the technological, cultural, and global sectors of the environment. This resistance to change needs to make place for the current demands of the student. Universities have shown the ability to adapt to better meet the needs of students and society and in order to survive, they will need to keep on adapting (Lovitt, n.d.). The changing needs and demands of the industry and the emphasis on skills and applicability are forcing universities to change the content and approach of their offerings in response to emerging environmental pressures and market preferences. Lecturers at higher learning institutions are now not only expected to cover the curriculum, but also to equip and enable students to think critically, write skilfully, and speak competently (Ekroth, n.d.) . "Universities' ability to reinvent themselves proves that they have the flexibility and commitment to remain relevant in a world in which change is the only constant; a key indication of the change that is taking place in universities is the revitalised attention to student learning" (Lovitt, n.d.). Some of the major changes that universities are facing (Maslen, 2012) are trends, such as the democratisation of knowledge as a result of the spreading of online resources, the use of technology to deliver programmes and courses, the increased offering of so called online courses, the fact that learning is not geographically limited or focussed but rather global, and the integration with industry to make training more relevant.
The landscape of tuition is further complicated by the huge growth in student numbers. According to The International Education Association of South Africa (IEASA, n.d.), South African student enrolments have grown at approximately 6.2% per year since the year 2000. This, however, does not only mean the numbers are changing, but also the demands of these students. A survey conducted in 2012 indicated that 57% of students want more open educational resources (ICEF, 2012) which may point to a search for more meaning and detail, as well as the fact that students want to broaden experiences and exposure. These demands and changes will have an impact on the offerings of universities, as well as the way these are offered, and, by implication, impact on what characteristics a good ODL practitioner should have.
Defining ODL
The definition of distance learning must be understood in order to grasp the content of this study. "At its most basic level, distance education takes place when a teacher and student(s) are separated by physical distance, and technology (i.e., voice, video, data, and print), often in collaboration with face-to-face communication, is used to bridge the instructional gap" (Gottschalk, n. An open distance learning model is therefore a student-centred approach whereby integrated systems and engaged learning takes place, with the aim of open distance learning being to bridge the time, space, economic, social, educational and communication distance between students and the institution, the ODL practitioners, courseware, and other students. The open distance learning model requires that the ODL practitioners provide a 'product offering' that is different than that of residence universities, and in order to do this, one would premise that the ODL practitioner will be required to have specific characteristics.
Challenges Faced by ODL
Given the fact that ODL students are geographically dispersed, ODL practitioners have to deal with numerous challenges if they are to provide meaningful and suitable tuition to these students. These challenges include teacher contact and feedback, student support and services, alienation and isolation, lack of experience, as well as demonstrations of practical applications (Galusha, 1998) .
It can be assumed that a good ODL practitioner will exhibit characteristics that counteract these challenges, such as the ability to offer prompt and effective feedback, regular contact, and the ability to take advantage of the latest trends in technology as tools for distance education. ODL practitioners face a multitude of challenges when interacting with students, as they are not in a position where they have direct contact with the students as is the case with residential universities. This further implies that the composition of an ODL practitioner will be different from that of a residential university practitioner, which will require the use of different methods and means in order to teach. For example; with the change in the use of technology, ODL practitioners have moved from traditional models of teaching, which include information transmission and comprehension, toward more collaborative learning models where the ODL practitioner and student are able to perform a collaborative learning/teaching process -a process that is constantly evolving as well (Forsyth et al., 2010:23) .
In addition to the challenges indicated above, the appointment of lecturers is also affected by the fact that ODL practitioners require different skills and have a different set of characteristics than lecturers at residential universities. Usually universities, when appointing new lecturers, have set a number of requirements for those positions. Applicants are required to have a variety of skills and qualities (Fiedler & Welpe, 2008:6) . There are a number of qualities that universities seek, such as publications in prestigious journals, high-quality conference contributions, taking risks in personal research (Hickman & Shrader, 2000:93) , didactical skills and committed teaching, personal competence, international experience, networking in the department in which one is applying, creativity and innovativeness, professional suitability, skilled in raising third-party research funds, practical experience and the willingness to take ownership toward academic self-management, amongst many others (Fiedler & Welpe, 2008:6) . All these requirements will still be applicable to the ODL practitioner as it forms the basis of what it means to be an academic, but it may also require other skills in order to be able to meet the demands of the ODL student.
Background on the Characteristics of ODL Practitioners
According to Ingram (2003) and Harper (2012) , an ODL practitioner should be a leading expert in a specific field of study at a university. A number of authors have investigated the main characteristics of effective practitioners (Desai et al., 2001; Paswan & Young, 2002; Smart et al., 2003) . The characteristics noted most frequently include that they be knowledgeable, enthusiastic, reliable, helpful, and possess the relevant expertise, as reflected in Table 1 . Characteristics, such as being approachable, friendly, receptive to student suggestions, possessing a sense of humour and enthusiasm, are major factors that relate to interactions that take place between the student and ODL practitioner. The "teaching skills", "expertise", "reliability" and "respect" that ODL practitioners exhibit are considered by students as compulsory. Although many of these characteristics are based on the perceptions of students, other characteristics, such as the ODL practitioner "being knowledgeable", is something students are not best equipped to judge due to the nature of the relationship of learner/teacher. Thus, it is best that certain characteristics, such as "being knowledgeable", be judged by the faculty themselves (Gruber et al., 2012:174) .
The Importance of ODL Practitioners Possessing the Correct Skills
For any educational institution to be able to meet the demands of open distance learning, it is imperative that the practitioners chosen for ODL courses possess the correct set of skills and characteristics. Engaging and stimulating lectures, regardless of how technologies are used, are what really predict students' appreciation of a given university course (Charbonneau, 2012) . These essential elements must be retained in the case of the ODL practitioner. Skills, such as flexibility and the ability to assume the role of a facilitator, will encourage autonomy among ODL students and teach them how to work for themselves (SWAP, 2008) . Naturally, the skills and input of an ODL practitioner will affect the outcomes of the course, such as student satisfaction, student performance and results. By attracting practitioners with the right set of skills and characteristics, educational institutions help to increase the likelihood that they construct relevant and engaging courses of study (Ferrari, 2012) . It can be concluded that the characteristics of a good ODL practitioner are crucial in the success of the ODL tuition model and that having a better understanding of these characteristics will greatly enhance the learning experience of the student in an ODL environment.
PURPOSE OF STUDY
The purpose of this study is to determine the characteristics that make a good ODL practitioner, from the viewpoint of ODL practitioners. Secondary objectives for the study are:
 to identify the important characteristics of a good ODL practitioner  to investigate whether there are differences between different demographic categories in terms of their opinions of the characteristics of a good ODL practitioner
The methods that were used in order to obtain the relevant data are discussed in the next section.
METHODOLOGY
The investigation first consists firstly of a literature study that deals with characteristics of lecturing staff at higher education institutions. The second part of the investigation is an empirical study which is directed primarily at lecturing staff at an ODL institution and has two phases. In the first phase, the most important success factors were identified by means of a Delphi technique from a list of possible characteristics of an ODL practitioner. The respondents who participated in this technique are lecturing staff at an ODL institution. A list of the characteristics that were identified as the most important by the Delphi technique are:

Good writing skills  Good subject knowledge  Good practical knowledge base  A student-centred orientation  Technological savvy  Good communication skills  Ability to guide students  Quality consciousness  Ability to apply ODL principles  Fair and ethical behaviour
In the second phase, only the characteristics that were identified as most important were included in the structured questionnaire. The respondents were lecturing staff at a major ODL institution in South Africa and they were asked to evaluate these characteristics on a 1-7 point Likert scale in terms of the degree of importance. A total of 204 usable responses were received.
Demographic Profile of Respondents
The demographic profile of the respondent group is presented in Table 2 . The majority of the ODL practitioners (26.40%) were between 26 and 35 years of age. The gender split for the respondent group is slightly more female (55.33%), whereas the males were 44.67%. Almost half of the respondents (49.75%) were senior members of the lecturing staff.
The gender distribution is evenly distributed, except in the category of lecturers with 0-5 years' experience, where there are more females than males. 
Reliability
A number of tests can be used to determine the internal consistency and repeatability of results in a survey. This is done by testing two different parts of the same instrument in a process that averages the correlation between every possible combination of questionnaire statements used in the study.
For a multi-item scale, such as the Likert used in this study, Cronbach's Alpha (a coefficient between 0 and 1) is used to test for internal consistency. A coefficient that is too low (below 0.7) shows that respondents most likely interpret the meaning of statements differently and a coefficient that is too high (above 0.9) could mean that it is likely that some statements used in the study are too similar and can be removed from the measuring instrument.
The sample of the study scored an overall Cronbach's Alpha of 0.9257, against the international norm for reliability using Cronbach's Alpha which is 0.7. This study can be described as having content validity as none of the items measured were difficult to define, and the probability is high that all respondents understood the statements in a uniform manner. In order to determine the important characteristics of a good ODL practitioner, respondents were asked to rate 10 statements on a 7-point Likert scale where number 1 indicates "Strongly disagree" and number 7, "Strongly agree". These statements are illustrated in Table 3 .
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Most respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statements by choosing either 5, 6 or 7. This is also shown by the averages varying from 5.58 to 6.50. All the characteristics were considered as important by the respondents. Considering the averages (for ranking purposes), "Good subject knowledge" (1.2) and "Fair and ethical behaviour" (1.10) are considered most important, with "Good writing skills" (1.1), "Ability to guide students" (1.7), "Good communication skills" (1.6), and "Quality consciousness" (1.8) considered less important. 
Comparing the Views of Males and Female Respondents
In order to compare differences between the views of male and female responses, the means of the responses for each statement were calculated. The percentage differences between the means were calculated to determine statements where male and female respondents differed most; these are depicted in Table 4 . The largest differences in views were for "Fair and ethical behaviour" (1.10), "Technological savvy" (1.4), "Ability to guide students" (1.7), and "A student-centred orientation" (1.5). The means were used to rank the statements from the most important (rank = 1 the highest mean) to the least important (rank = 10 the lowest mean). Table 5 shows the ranks for the male and female respondents, respectively. 
The Top Four Characteristics of an ODL Practitioner
Taking the responses to the statements for the 10 Likert scale questions into account, the top four characteristics of an ODL practitioner are considered "Good subject knowledge" (1.2), "Fair and ethical behaviour" (1.10), "Good writing skills" (1.1), and "Ability to guide students" (1.7).
The frequency chart (Figure 2) shows the ranking of the statements visually. To test for a significant difference between the responses of the male and female respondents for the characteristics statements, a non-parametric Wilcoxon Rank Sum test is used. Table 6 shows only the significant results of the Wilcoxon Rank Sum tests. These analyses revealed a significant difference between rank characteristics scores observed for the male and female respondents. The rank sums of the female respondents were significantly higher than the male respondents for "Technological savvy" (1.4), for "A student-centred orientation" (1.5), for "Ability to guide students" (1.7), and "Fair and ethical behaviour" (1.10), indicating that females consider them more important than males do.
The Difference in View between Age-Groups on the Characteristics of an ODL Practitioner
To test for a significant difference between the responses of the age-groups of the respondents for the characteristics statements, a non-parametric Kruskal-Wallis test is used. The age-groups were recoded into the following categories: 35 years old and younger (92), between 36 and 50 years of age (66), and 51 years and above (40) . Table 7 shows only the significant results of the Kruskal-Wallis tests. The frequency chart ( Figure 3) gives a visual representation of the responses. 
RECOMMENDATIONS
The results of the survey reported that the top two characteristics are "Good subject knowledge" and "Fair and ethical behaviour". This means that when an ODL institution considers hiring a new ODL practitioner, the subject knowledge of the applicant should be tested. This is evident in the publications list provided by the applicants, but also the more emotive characteristics should be evaluated. There should be some attempt to measure the emotional quotient around the possession of fair and ethical attributes within the applicant, something that is not evident in a CV, and which needs to be developed and tested to apply in the interview of applicants for an ODL post. One should bear in mind that the initial list used in the empirical study was generated from a Delphi technique with some very experienced university lecturers and ODL practitioners. Although the list shows some characteristics that seem fairly obvious, there are others which are not often tested for in an evaluation of potential candidates, such as being quality conscious. Again, the methods used to evaluate and rank potential applicants need to be reviewed to see whether the processes used in the evaluative tests actually attempt to judge applicants based on these characteristics. Lastly, it also implies that current ODL practitioners need to manage their own skill set, as the characteristics are dynamic and change over time. The ODL practitioner needs to ensure that their own CV reflects the characteristics that are considered important, and show that those have been encompassed and addressed within the current set of competencies and skills listed in the CV.
Another important implication is the clear and distinct differences in terms of the criteria between the male and female respondents. This means that an ODL institution cannot follow a "one size fits all" programme with its entire staff, but needs to take these differences into account in terms of the recruitment, evaluation and training of its staff. The different departments need to do a more personal evaluation of each staff member to see where their opinions lie and to work out a more individualistic programme for each. This also means that the department heads need to be better trained as managers to be able to deal with the differences with staff members. The department heads should also create development programmes that take these differences into account and which still strive for the generic goal of academic excellence cumulating from the individual development journeys of the staff members. Sexism still exists in the workplace and academic environments are not immune to this, so the management structures need to be sensitised toward these subtle differences between the sexes in terms of opinions and characteristics for success.
There is also a need to sensitise the academic leadership staff of departments to the differences exhibited with the age cohorts. The results again showed clear differences in terms of the characteristics across the age cohorts. This may be as a result of the older staff members being more exposed to the practicalities of the job, and thus less "idealistic" toward the more emotional characteristics, but again it highlights that a "one size fits all" approach is not effective. Care must be taken to ensure all age cohorts are motivated, emotionally engaged in the job, and skilled in practical aspects to be effective. The older members could perhaps be targeted in more motivational development to keep the skill and attitudinal levels where they should be to have effective staff members. Many institutional work environments lean more toward mechanistic work and culture paradigms, and here the academic leadership should make efforts to ensure there is a strong idealistic and effective culture in the departments under which the individual staff members can all flourish.
As before, the implications are that the academics making evaluative decisions with respect to staff members, and who lead the departments in ODL institutions, need to be better trained to take these differences in terms of sex and age into account.
CONCLUSION
The objectives of the research study were to investigate the characteristics that a good open distance learning practitioner should possess, by investigating the important characteristics of a good ODL practitioner, also whether there are differences between the views of male and female ODL practitioners and between different age cohorts.
The investigation found that all the characteristics were considered as important by the respondents -both male and female. Considering the averages (for ranking purposes), good subject knowledge and fair and ethical
